An observed 20-year  time series of Agulhas leakage by D. Le Bars et al.
Ocean Sci., 10, 601–609, 2014
www.ocean-sci.net/10/601/2014/
doi:10.5194/os-10-601-2014
© Author(s) 2014. CC Attribution 3.0 License.
An observed 20-year time series of Agulhas leakage
D. Le Bars1, J. V. Durgadoo2, H. A. Dijkstra1, A. Biastoch2, and W. P. M. De Ruijter1
1IMAU, Utrecht University, P.O. Box 80.005, 3508 TA Utrecht, The Netherlands
2GEOMAR Helmholtz Centre for Ocean Research Kiel, Germany
Correspondence to: D. Le Bars (d.lebars@uu.nl)
Received: 2 December 2013 – Published in Ocean Sci. Discuss.: 15 January 2014
Revised: 9 May 2014 – Accepted: 12 May 2014 – Published: 3 July 2014
Abstract. We provide a time series of Agulhas leakage
anomalies over the last 20-years from satellite altimetry.
Until now, measuring the interannual variability of Indo-
Atlantic exchange has been the major barrier in the investiga-
tion of the dynamics and large scale impact of Agulhas leak-
age. We compute the difference of transport between the Ag-
ulhas Current and Agulhas Return Current, which allows us
to deduce Agulhas leakage. The main difﬁculty is to separate
the Agulhas Return Current from the southern limb of the
subtropical “supergyre” south of Africa. For this purpose, an
algorithm that uses absolute dynamic topography data is de-
veloped. The algorithm is applied to a state-of-the-art ocean
model. The comparison with a Lagrangian method to mea-
sure the leakage allows us to validate the new method. An
importantresultisthatitispossibletomeasureAgulhasleak-
age in this model using the velocity ﬁeld along a section that
crosses both the Agulhas Current and the Agulhas Return
Current. In the model a good correlation is found between
measuring leakage using the full depth velocities and using
only the surface geostrophic velocities. This allows us to ex-
tend the method to along-track absolute dynamic topography
from satellites. It is shown that the accuracy of the mean dy-
namic topography does not allow us to determine the mean
leakage but that leakage anomalies can be accurately com-
puted.
1 Introduction
Agulhas leakage is the volume transport of Indian Ocean wa-
ter that enters the South Atlantic south of Africa (Gordon,
1986). Because of its potential impact on the Atlantic Merid-
ional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) (Weijer et al., 2002;
Rühs et al., 2013) and hence global climate (Beal et al.,
2011), measuring and monitoring this quantity is highly rel-
evant. Unfortunately, continuous measurements of the leak-
age have never been realized until now. The reason is that
there is no method to do so. Contrary to the AMOC that
can be measured across a ﬁxed section, the whole Atlantic
Basin, as done by the RAPID array (Srokosz et al., 2012), it
is difﬁcult to deﬁne a proper array to measure the Agulhas
leakage. The ideal approach would be to measure continu-
ously the total transport along, for example, the Good Hope
section (Ansorge et al., 2005). It would then be necessary
to differentiate the origin of the water and to isolate waters
from the Indian Ocean. Because of large mixing in the Cape
Basin (Boebel et al., 2003), using temperature and salinity to
delineate the volume of leakage exported proves to be chal-
lenging, even in ocean models (van Sebille et al., 2010). It
is also not possible to release speciﬁc passive tracers in the
Indian Ocean and measure its concentration along the Good
Hope section, as can be done in ocean models (Le Bars et al.,
2012).
To solve this issue, Richardson (2007) measured leak-
age using a Lagrangian technique. Using the proportion of
driftersandﬂoatsobservedtohavetraveledfromtheAgulhas
Current (AC) to the South Atlantic (9 out of 36) he approxi-
mated the leakage to be about 14.5Sv with a “fairly large un-
certainty”. While this method provides an idea of the mean
leakage, there are not enough ﬂoats and drifters released in
the ocean to build a time series of the leakage. For compar-
ison, it is necessary to release an order of magnitude of 106
ﬂoats every year in ocean models to measure the leakage ac-
curately (Doglioli et al., 2006; Biastoch et al., 2008; Van Se-
bille et al., 2009a).
Another technique developed by Souza et al. (2011) is
to combine eddy detection with satellite altimetry and Argo
ﬂoats to evaluate the volume transport of each Agulhas ring.
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This method is limited by the fact that these eddies quickly
decay (Schouten et al., 2000), so it is difﬁcult to evaluate
precisely the amount of water that they remove from the AC.
Also, considering anticyclonic eddies by deﬁnition ignores
other forms of leakage. Cyclones could also carry some In-
dian Ocean water (Penven et al., 2001; Lutjeharms et al.,
2003) and could ﬁlaments peel off the AC (Lutjeharms and
Cooper, 1996). Also, water is advected through the Good
Hope Jet (Bang and Andrews, 1974; Lutjeharms et al., 2007).
Given the observational challenge measuring leakage, sev-
eral indicators were developed to measure it indirectly. Van
Sebille et al. (2009b) found an anti-correlation between the
ACtransportandtheAgulhasleakageinanoceanmodel,and
proposed to use this relationship in the real ocean. Unfortu-
nately, the dynamical relation between Agulhas Current and
leakage was shown to be more complex than expected. In a
similar model it is possible to increase the leakage through
an increase of the westerlies that does not affect the AC
(Durgadoo et al., 2013). It was also shown that, depending on
the origin of the AC water (Indian Ocean or Paciﬁc through
the Indonesian Throughﬂow), the dynamics of the retroﬂec-
tion is different (Le Bars et al., 2013). Idealized models also
show no reason to expect a linear relationship between AC
and leakage (De Ruijter et al., 1999; Dijkstra and de Ruijter,
2001; Le Bars et al., 2012). Regardless of these results of the
decorrelation between AC and leakage, it is not obvious that
the AC transport could be measured accurately from an array
of moorings. Because of the large local recirculation of wa-
ter, it is difﬁcult to differentiate the part of the water that is
truly ﬂowing south from that returning northward a few kilo-
meters further offshore. Another indicator for the leakage is
the position of the retroﬂection. It was used by Van Sebille
et al. (2009a) to measure a time series of leakage from al-
timetry data with small variability and large uncertainty. This
method has to assume a linear relationship between retroﬂec-
tion position and leakage and that this relation, as diagnosed
in an ocean model, persists in the real ocean. It also neglects
the possibility that the retroﬂection could be topographically
“locked” (Matano, 1996; Franzese et al., 2009; Dencausse
et al., 2010).
To avoid the difﬁcult region of the Agulhas retroﬂection
and the subsequent eddy formation region, the new method
we propose here is based on measuring the leakage from the
transport difference between the AC and the Agulhas Return
Current (ARC). This simpliﬁed method is used because if we
neglect the exchanges between the retroﬂection area and the
South Atlantic Current extension then, in a steady state, the
transport difference between the AC and the ARC should be
exactly the Agulhas leakage. This includes anticyclonic ed-
diesandallotherformsofleakage.Intherealoceansomelag
will appear between AC, ARC and leakage in the South At-
lantic. Therefore the signal that is observed along the satellite
tracks should only be used for the evaluation of interannual
variability of the leakage.
The transport is computed along several Topex/Poseidon
satellite tracks. An algorithm is developed in Sect. 3 to locate
the separation between the ARC and the southern limb of
the subtropical “supergyre” (De Ruijter, 1982; Ridgway and
Dunn, 2007) using either the absolute dynamic topography
(ADT) from satellite or the sea surface height (SSH) from
model data. The method is ﬁrst validated in an ocean model
in Sect. 4 before its application to altimetry data in Sect. 5.
A comparison between the model leakage and the altimetry
derived leakage is presented in Sect. 6 and we conclude in
Sect. 7.
2 Data and model
2.1 Satellite altimetry
We use satellite altimeter data produced by Ssalto/Duacs and
distributed by AVISO (Archiving Validation and Interpreta-
tion of Satellite Data in Oceanography), with support from
CNES 1 (National Centre for Space Studies). Two different
data sets are used for this work. An along-track ADT that
combinestheTopex/Poseidon,Jason-1andJason-2missions.
Data were used between October 1992 and December 2012,
with a time resolution of approximately 10 days and a hori-
zontal resolution of 6km in the region studied. Due to some
missing data, we choose to decrease the time resolution from
10 days to 1 month. In this way each monthly ADT proﬁle
combines three or four cycles.
A mapped data set of ADT is also used over the same pe-
riod. This is provided on a 1/3◦ ×1/3◦ grid. The delayed
time reference series was chosen as it provides a homo-
geneous data set based on two satellites (Jason-2/Envisat
or Jason-1/Envisat or Topex/Poseidon/ERS) with a constant
sampling in time. These two products of ADT make use of
the MDT_CNES-CLS09 mean dynamic topography (MDT;
Rio et al., 2011) that was produced by CLS (Collecte Lo-
calisation Satellites) Space Oceanography Division and dis-
tributed by AVISO, with support from CNES2. This data set
was averaged monthly to match the along-track data.
2.2 Model
In order to test our method, we employ the full 3-dimensional
velocity as well as the SSH ﬁelds from the INALT01 model
(Durgadoo et al., 2013). The INALT01 conﬁguration is based
on the NEMO (Nucleus for European Modelling of the
Ocean v3.1.1; Madec (2008)) code, and is a high-resolution
tenth-degree model of the greater Agulhas region, nested
within a half-degree global ocean model. In the vertical, IN-
ALT01 has 46 z levels: 10 levels in the top 100m and a
maximum of 250m resolution at depth. Bottom cells are par-
tially ﬁlled. For the analysis, 60 years (1948–2007) of data
1see http://www.aviso.oceanobs.com/duacs/
2see http://www.aviso.oceanobs.com/
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Figure 1. Mean values of absolute dynamic topography (contours)
and its standard deviation (color, in cm2) with the Topex/Poseidon
satellite tracks used for this work. (a) Mapped satellite altimetry
product and (b) INALT01 model.
from a hindcast experiment are used. The forcing for the ex-
periment is derived from the CORE2b data set (Large and
Yeager, 2009).
The ARIANE Lagrangian package 3 (Blanke et al., 1999)
was used to measure Agulhas leakage within INALT01. Wa-
terparcelswithanassociatedmaximumtransportof0.1Svin
5 days (4.32×1010 m3) were released along the satellite track
20 (see Fig. 1b) over the full depth. Parcels were released
every 5 days over 1 year, and advected forward using the
model’s velocity ﬁelds for a total period of 5 years. Parcels
reaching a section close to the Good Hope section (Ansorge
et al., 2005) in the Cape Basin were captured and aggregated.
These were deﬁned as Agulhas leakage: the volume transport
represented by the parcels ﬂowing into the South Atlantic
through the Good Hope section. Using this method, 56 an-
nual values (1948–2003) of Agulhas leakage were obtained.
The difference between this Lagrangian method and that of
Durgadoo et al. (2013) is that the water parcels are released
across a section following satellite track 20 instead of across
the Agulhas Current at 32◦ S. This approach leads to higher
leakage values and is more appropriate for comparison with
the new method presented in this paper.
3see http://www.univ-brest.fr/lpo/ariane
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Figure 2. Schematic of vectors used for computation and variable
L separating the Indian Ocean area from the extension of the South
Atlantic Current (SAC).
The INALT01 model is a new version of the AG01-R
model that was used for many studies of the AC and Ag-
ulhas leakage (Biastoch et al., 2008, 2009; Van Sebille et al.,
2009a; van Sebille et al., 2010). Comparison with satellite
altimetry shows that it captures both the mean and the vari-
ability of the ﬂow in the AC, Agulhas retroﬂection, and ARC
(Fig. 1). One limitation of the model is the relatively weak re-
circulation cells between the AC and the ARC in the model
comparedtothealtimetry.UsingmodelSSHorsatelliteADT
we can compute geostrophic velocities normal to satellite
tracks (see Fig. 2) as
vg =
g
f
∂η
∂l
ez ×et, (1)
where vg is the geostrophic velocity perpendicular to the
satellite track, g is the gravitational acceleration, f is the
Coriolis parameter, η is the absolute dynamic topography, ez
is a vertical unit vector, oriented upward, et is a unit vec-
tor tangent to the satellite track, oriented offshore, and l is
a coordinate along et. The velocity vg is determined from
Eq. (1) using central ﬁnite differences. The results show that
the mean position and strength of the AC and ARC in the
model compare well with the altimetry along the three cho-
sen tracks (Fig. 3). This makes the model suitable to test our
method to measure Agulhas leakage.
3 Methodology
The method computes the difference between AC and the
ARC transports from altimetry along satellite tracks. In this
way, we can measure leakage away from the energetic Agul-
has retroﬂection. The three tracks we use are ideally located
because they cross both the AC and the ARC almost perpen-
dicularly (Fig. 1). They also have the advantage that ﬁrstly at
these positions the AC core is not too close to the coast so
the dynamic topography signal has a relatively good quality,
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Figure 3. Along-track geostrophic velocities averaged over the period of time common to the model and satellite data (from October 1992
to December 2007) for model data (blue) and satellite data (red).
and secondly the ARC is limited in extension by the Agul-
has Plateau. We deﬁne Agulhas leakage as the along-track
cumulative transport from the coast to the distance L and to
the depth H:
8AL(t) =
L(t) Z
0
0 Z
−H(l)
v(t,z,l)dzdl, (2)
where z is the vertical coordinate and v is the velocity per-
pendicular to the track. Depending on the case we take v ei-
ther as the geostrophic velocity computed from the sea sur-
face height ﬁeld or the model velocity ﬁeld. H is the depth of
integration, it is either the bottom topography or a maximum
depth. As we want to integrate the full ARC, the point deter-
mining L is located at the separation between the ARC and
the southern limb of the subtropical “supergyre”. The differ-
ence between these two currents is that the ARC originates
from the AC. Therefore, we seek all the streamlines originat-
ing from the AC looping around to the ARC. If we assume
geostrophic balance then the streamlines are contours of con-
stant ADT. The following algorithm is used to detect these
streamlines.
From a monthly mean ﬁeld of ADT (Fig. 4a) the val-
ues of ADT higher than a certain threshold are selected
(Fig. 4 b). The block of points connected to the Indian Ocean
is then selected (Fig. 4c). Connected here means that all
the grid cells in this group touch each other on at least one
of their sides. This is performed using the Python function
scipy.ndimage.measurements.label 4. For instance, if an Ag-
ulhas ring detaches from the AC then its ADT value is high
but it is not connected to the Indian Ocean anymore. Typ-
ically at the beginning of the algorithm, for high values of
the threshold (high levels of ADT) the group of points repre-
sents only the heart of the southwestern Indian Ocean gyre.
Then as the threshold is decreased, by increments of 1cm
the group of points becomes larger and larger. At some point
there is a jump when the group of connected points extends
4see http://docs.scipy.org/doc/scipy/reference/generated/scipy.
ndimage.measurements.label.html
all the way to the western Atlantic Ocean, as illustrated in
Fig. 4d, which represents the group of Indian Ocean points
for a threshold 1cm lower than on panel c. This happens be-
cause there is a region of relatively lower ADT values be-
tween the western Indian Ocean and the western Atlantic
Ocean subtropical gyres. The patterns presented in Fig. 4c
are selected because for an ADT threshold 1cm smaller than
the Indian Ocean group of points, represented by the red pat-
tern, would extend west of 30◦ W.
We deﬁne the optimal Indian Ocean group of points as
the largest possible group with the condition that it should
not extent “too far” in the Atlantic. Naturally the size of the
group depends on what is deﬁned as “too far”. The sensitivity
of the western end of the Indian Ocean group of points to the
longitude of thewestern boundary used in thealgorithm, e.g.,
the longitude for which we consider that the group extends
“too far” in the Atlantic Ocean, is shown in Fig. 5. We see
that for both the model and the altimetry data the western
end of the Indian Ocean group of points converges towards
a constant value for a western boundary longitude between
20 and 30◦ W. The value at 30◦ W is therefore chosen for all
the results in this paper as we see that the size of the Indian
Ocean group of points has converged before this longitude
for both the altimetry and the model. A simpliﬁed algorithm
is presented.
Algorithm:
Loop on time:
Loop on ADT threshold (from high to low values, using
increments of 1cm):
Select values of ADT higher than threshold.
Select group of points connected to the Indian Ocean.
If the group extends to 30◦ W:
Break the loop; the previous threshold is the ADT
value that separates the ARC and the ACC.
Else: continue to loop.
The ADT threshold selected as described above represents
the lowest ADT level that does not leak. This algorithm is
applied on each monthly mean ADT ﬁeld, and the threshold
levelsareusedtocomputethefunctionLatalltimes,Lbeing
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Figure 4. Selection of the limit between the ARC and the ACC
using satellite ADT. (a) Initial ADT, (b) selection of the values of
ADT higher than a certain threshold, (c) selection of the group of
values corresponding to the Indian Ocean and (d) the extent of the
Indian Ocean group for a threshold 1cm smaller, showing a jump
of the red area all the way to 30◦ W.
the along-track distance from the coast to the location where
the ADT crosses the threshold. Given the velocity along the
track and the depth of integration, it is possible to compute
the leakage along the satellite tracks. In the following sec-
tions this method is used for both model data and satellite
altimetry.
4 Measuring the leakage within INALT01
Using the model we compare three methods to measure
Agulhas leakage: (i) the traditional method of Lagrangian
parcels, considered here as “ground truth”, (ii) the integra-
tion of the full-depth model velocities along satellite tracks
between the coast and the boundary of the ARC as deter-
mined by the algorithm presented in Sect. 3, and (iii) a re-
construction using only the model SSH.
4.1 Using the full velocity ﬁeld
The vertical velocity proﬁle within the model shows a sur-
face intensiﬁed AC and ARC along the three satellite tracks
(Fig. 6). To compute the leakage we choose to integrate the
full-depth velocity. The parameter H in Eq. (2) is the wa-
ter column depth (for best comparison with the Lagrangian
drifters method). Using Eq. (2) with the full-depth model
Figure 5. Convergence of the western limit of the group of Indian
Ocean points with the position of the western boundary of the do-
main on which the algorithm is applied for model data (blue) and
satellite data (red).
velocities we compute time series of leakage along the satel-
lite tracks, and plot the annual averages (Fig. 7a). The results
are similar along the three tracks, with a mean leakage of
19.8, 21.8 and 22.1Sv along tracks 20, 198 and 122 respec-
tively. The standard deviation computed from monthly av-
erages is high: 4.2, 4.7 and 6.7Sv respectively, which leads
to a low cross-correlation of the detrended time series: 0.41
between tracks 20 and 198 and 0.38 between tracks 198
and 122. Note that the time series all have a small positive
trend. The cross-correlation is small mostly because of the
deep ocean. If the top 1500m is considered then the cross-
correlation between the transport along these tracks is 0.72
between tracks 20 and 198, and 0.81 between tracks 198 and
122. An explanation for the importance of the deep ocean in
decorrelating the time series is that the signal could propa-
gate slower at depth. It would then be necessary to take a lag
between the different tracks to improve these correlations.
This lag would have to depend on the depth and would prob-
ably have to be different for the AC and for the ARC, but this
work is outside the scope of this paper.
Track 20 is chosen for comparison with the Lagrangian
method because of the lower standard deviation of the leak-
age (see Fig. 7b). For the period 1948–2003, the mean leak-
age from the integration of the model velocity along track
20 is 19.4Sv compared with 19.3Sv from the Lagrangian
method. These close numbers show that the algorithm that
determines the separation between the ARC and the south-
ern limb of the subtropical “supergyre” performs adequately.
The time series of leakage computed with the two methods
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Figure 6. Depth proﬁles of the 60-year averaged velocity component normal to the satellite tracks in the INALT01. Positive values are in the
northeast direction.
is also similar with a cross-correlation of 0.68 (Fig. 7b). A
positive trend of 0.95 and 1.02Sv per decade is found for
the integration of model velocity and Lagrangian methods
respectively.
These results demonstrate that it is possible to compute the
leakage from the integration of the model velocities along the
satellite tracks. We now compute the leakage from the SSH
only.
4.2 Using SSH
In this section we aim to reproduce the leakage time series
using only surface information. We compute geostrophic ve-
locities from SSH according to Eq. (1), and integrate along
each track, assuming that the velocities are constant until
a certain depth, and zero below. The depth of the integra-
tion is chosen to have a mean leakage as close as possi-
ble to the computations using the model velocities. A maxi-
mum depth of 840m gives a mean leakage of 19.4, 19.4 and
22.4Sv along tracks 20, 198 and 122 respectively, for the pe-
riod 1958–2003 (Fig. 7c). The cross-correlations between the
three leakage time series at different tracks using this method
are higher than using the model velocity with 0.94 between
tracks 20 and 198 and 0.91 between tracks 198 and 122. This
is the result of a strong constraint on the volume transport
due to the velocity integration between the coast and a value
of SSH for each month. In fact, the transport of a barotropic
geostrophicﬂowacrossaverticalsectiononlydependsonthe
depth of the section and on the difference of SSH at the be-
ginning and at the end of this section (Wunsch and Stammer,
1998). The volume transport differs between the three tracks
because the SSH is free to evolve at the coast, and because
the depth, H, is not constant along the section, it follows the
bottom topography until a depth of 840m.
More importantly, the leakage computed along track 20
from the SSH method compares well with the velocity in-
tegration method (Fig. 7b), with a cross-correlation of 0.78.
Obviously, if one is only interested in the surface ﬂow then
the cross-correlation increases. For instance, if the leakage
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Figure 7. (a) Leakage computation from the integration of model
velocity along three satellite tracks. (b) Comparison between three
methods to compute the leakage over track 20 in the model: La-
grangian parcels (black), integration of full model velocity (orange)
and derived from the SSH (green). (c) Leakage computation from
the SSH method in the model. All the curves show annual averages.
is computed from Eq. (2) using model velocities from the
surface to 1500m depth then the cross-correlation with the
SSH method is 0.86. We also notice that for the other tracks
the cross-correlation between the full depth transport and the
method based on only SSH is smaller, it is 0.56 for track 122
and 0.16 along track 198. Along these tracks the transport is
more baroclinic (see Fig. 6) and a more sophisticated method
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Figure 8. (a) Absolute value of leakage computation from satellite
altimetry along three satellite tracks and (b) anomalies with respect
to the time average.
of reconstruction of the deep ﬂow either by computation of
the normal modes (Gill, 1982; Wunsch, 1997) or by other
eigenfunctions (Scott and Furnival, 2012) might prove use-
ful. This is however outside the scope of this paper.
These results show that it is possible to have a good ap-
proximation of the leakage from “perfect measurements” of
SSH, as given by model outputs.
5 Measuring the leakage from satellite altimetry
It is possible to compute the leakage with the same method
as presented in the previous section using satellite ADT. The
surface geostrophic velocities are computed with Eq. (1) and
the volume transport is integrated with Eq. (2) assuming that
velocities are independent of the depth. Taking a maximum
depth of 840m, which was shown to be appropriate for the
model, three time series are constructed (Fig. 8a). Contrary
to the time series computed from the model, Fig. 8a shows
that the mean transport is different along the three tracks.
This is likely due to the low accuracy of the mean dynamic
topography. Errors of the order of 10cm are expected (Rio
et al., 2011) and such an error along a satellite track would
lead to a difference of 9Sv in the volume transport of leakage
(WunschandStammer,1998).Toavoidthisimportantsource
of error we consider the anomalies with respect to the time
average (Fig. 8b) and ﬁnd a consistent signal from the three
tracks. The cross-correlation between the leakage time series
at tracks 20 and 198 is 0.86 and 0.88 between tracks 198 and
122. The difference between the three signals includes the
measurement error and can be considered as the error of the
method. Differences of up to 4Sv can be found in 2005 and
2010, but the three signals agree on the overall interannual
variability.
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Figure 9. (a) Comparison of leakage anomaly computed from
model output using the Lagrangian parcels (black) and the SSH
method (green) and from satellite altimetry using the SSH method
(blue) along track 20. (b) The 20-year trend (Sv per 20 years) from
the same methods as (a). The blue star is obtained from the 20 years
of altimetry data and blue circles in are a sensitivity analysis of the
trend computed over 18 years between 1993–2010, 1994–2011 and
1995–2012.
A direct comparison of the leakage anomaly within the
model and altimetry computed with the same SSH method
along track 20 shows a similar range of values, but no clear
correlation (Fig. 9a). This is not a surprise because of the
nonlinearity of the system and possible biases in the atmo-
spheric forcing of the model. As the model simulation stops
in 2007, only 15 years are available for comparison with the
altimetry. Over this short period the trends have the same
sign in the model and altimetry, 0.6 and 2.9Svdecade−1 re-
spectively. However, the trend of leakage computed over the
20 years of altimetry is close to zero or negative (Fig. 9b).
This shows that, when computing trends of such short time
series, a few years of additional data can have a big inﬂuence.
If we compare with the model data, such a situation of a neg-
ative trend did not happen since the early 1960s. However,
we have to be careful in the extrapolation of the results be-
fore the altimetry era, as we see that discrepancies are found
between the model and the satellite data during the period
where they overlap.
6 Conclusions
We presented a new method based on along-track and
mapped satellite altimetry to measure the anomalies of the
Agulhas leakage. This method is based on an algorithm
that detects the separation between the ARC and the south-
ern limb of the subtropical “supergyre”, which allows us to
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measure the leakage by computing the transport difference
between the AC and the ARC. An important intermediate re-
sult is that we demonstrated it was possible to measure the
leakage in an ocean model without the need to deploy nu-
merical drifters as it is commonly done. This result allows
us to make an accurate ofﬂine measure of the leakage with
monthlyoutputofthevelocityﬁeldsinsteadofthehigherfre-
quency needed to advect numerical drifters. It could also be
applied to ocean models of coarser horizontal resolution, like
those used in climate models, which could facilitate studies
of the climatic importance of the Agulhas leakage.
The main result is that an observed time series of Agulhas
leakage has been generated using satellite ADT. Improve-
ment of the method could be done by considering methods
to reconstruct the deep velocities based on vertical dynamical
modes (Gill, 1982). We also suggest that an array of moor-
ings measuring vertical proﬁles of velocities along one of the
satellite tracks presented in this paper could provide a very
accurate time series of Agulhas leakage. For this, the array
should cover both the AC and the ARC. The result would be
a new time series comparable to the AMOC time series ob-
tained from the RAPID array. Such a deployment of moor-
ings, even if it is limited in time could lead to an improve-
ment of the mean dynamic topography that could improve
the measure of the mean leakage. The GOCE (Gravity ﬁeld
and Ocean Circulation Explorer) satellite and follow-up mis-
sions will also bring an improvement of the geoid height and
mean dynamic topography. It is likely that this will make it
possible to measure the mean leakage with more accuracy
than the present result using the method described in this pa-
per.
The time series of leakage anomaly obtained by the
method suggests that the leakage has an important interan-
nual variability, but there has been no substantial trend over
the last 20 years. On these timescales this is not in line with
the idea that in a warming climate the interocean exchange of
water should increase due to a southward shift and strength-
ening of the westerlies (De Ruijter et al., 1999; Biastoch
et al., 2009; Beal et al., 2011; Biastoch and Böning, 2013).
Reasons could be that either delayed impacts on Agulhas
leakage, such as as the adjustment of the Antarctic Circum-
polar Current, come into play (Durgadoo et al., 2013), or that
the strengthening trend of the westerlies is compensated by
(natural) decadal climate variability. Indeed, observations of
winds in the south Indian Ocean show no clear evidence for
the expected changes over the last two decades (see Backe-
bergetal.,2012,Supplement).Modelexperimentswithmore
recent forcing years and/or observational evidence for leak-
age changes over a longer time frame are necessary.
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